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Part 1: The Gathering Storm 
NTSC Guardian of Europa, Gan Prime Orbital Ring Dockyards 


Charter Grand Admiral Pavel Novikoff let out a low 
whistle as yet another Sorylian Battleship crossed 
his field of vision; the third such juggernaut to do 
so within the last quarter hour. This one sported the 
livery of the Gan Sphere fleets upon its armour-plated 
carapace; deep blue offset by striking gold dog-tooth 
patterns circling its blunt prow; a rather flamboyant 
combination for the normally staid and conservative 
Collective naval commands. 


Novikoff’s vantage point, his personal observation 
gallery aboard his giant Dreadnought Flagship, 
afforded him an excellent view of this sector of the 
sprawling Collective shipyards on Gar Prime's orbital 
ring. There were no actual viewports; rather, the 
effect was simulated by numerous visual feeds from 
armoured camera embrasures on the outer hull of the 
vessel. 


The Grand Admiral lifted a hand and swiped a finger 
across the glazed touch-screen panel in front of him. 
Instantly a glowing HUD matrix sprang into life on 
the viewscreen before him, superimposed over the 
vista of the dockyard. Swiping again, he picked out the 
passing Battleship, being guided to its berth nearby by 
a swarm of fighters and pilot craft. 


An iridescent oblong framed the vessel. Its name 
flashed on screen: Ik’Khar-Daqkro-Gan, or Gans 
Steel Hammer in Terran Basic. Data-logs flickered 
across the screen, listing technical specifications, 
known operational history and details of its current 
commander; as much information as the Sphere 
Admiralty for this region was willing to divulge to 
those not born of the Collective. 


Novikoff turned his attention back to the wider 
dockyard. Even in this fairly small sector it was a hive 
of activity. Dozens of vessels of every shape, mass 
and class clustered around piers and promontories. 
Clusters of umbilical connections wrapped about 
their hulls. 


Most were Sorylian, and there were a few strikingly 
shaped and coloured Aquan craft. But the second- 
largest contingent visible were the Terran ships; 
vessels of his own immediate command, the 142nd 
Satellite Charter Armada, proudly bearing the stylised 
bastion symbol of the Terran Fortress Fleet. He knew 
other Armadas were berthed elsewhere on the docks, 
as well as at those of the two other inhabited planets of 
the Gan System, and yet more at Chadda and Quath. 


All for this - Operation Medusa. In a career spanning 
forty standard years, this was the largest single 
gathering of naval power Novikoff had ever seen. And 
he, from the Terran perspective, was in charge. 


Moreover, he was also the prime representative of the 
leading power in the Kurak Alliance. Looking upon 
the vista, he felt the weight of command clearly across 
his shoulders, but it did not intimidate him. This was 
to be the crowning achievement of his long service. 


A chime from the intercom drew him from his 
reverie. Swiping again, he activated the two-way feed. 
“Novikoff.”” 


A holographic picture of his chief adjutant, 
Commodore Verna Haas, sprang into view. She 
saluted, and the Grand Admiral returned the gesture. 
‘Admiral Sika has arrived, sir” 


“Thank you commodore. Tell her I'll be ten minutes,” 
Novikoff replied. He stroked his clean shaven jawline 
and snow-white hair, and gave a thin smile. “We can't 
keep our guests waiting.” 


Flanked by their guard detail, the two senior Terran 
officers walked towards the heavy pressure-doors 
that led into the Europas planning auditorium. 
Novikoff, tall and stout, but straight-backed despite 
his advancing years, walked alongside the Hawker 
Corporate Fleet commander Els Sika, who punctuated 
her slightly limping steps with a long ebony cane. 


Both were clad in battle gear, enamelled cermet plating 
covering their uniforms. Aside from coloured sashes 
and gold frogging, there was little of the splendour 
of traditional Terran dress uniforms. The shadow of 
war, and fear of enemy infiltrators, had seen such garb 
mostly abandoned in favour of protective gear. Sika’s 
rather sombre corporate grey and cream, contrasted 
strikingly with the white and blue of Novikoff’s garb. 


“How does it feel, Pavel?” Sika asked the Charter 
commander, a smile lighting up her olive-skinned 
face. “Sitting atop the highest mountain at last?” 


“Very chilly if I'm honest, but I'm certainly enjoying the 
view”. Novikoff grinned. Though Sika was technically 
his subordinate, the Hawker forces did not fall 
under his direct authority, and he encouraged such 
informality. He knew from experience that Hawker 
officers gave their best when allowed a degree of 
autonomy. It also gave him a much needed outlet for 
candid discussion. 


His smile faded. “And ready to be a diplomat as well as 
a commander. I'm relieved we got them all on board for 
this operation.” 


Sika nodded. “The Sorylians were always going to be 
enthusiastic. The Grand Council has been pressing us 
for a new front against the Dee-Bees for over a year.” 


The Charter commander chuckled at Sika’s choice of 
descriptor for the spiderlike Relthoza; ‘Dee-Bee’ was 
groundpounder slang, short for “‘Drain-Blocker. But 
he quickly composed himself. “And they need the help, 
time to bring their new tech and ships into the line. 
It was getting the Sebrutan involved that was the big 
event.” 


“For sure. I was right in there with the negotiations, 
and it went all the way to the wire,” Sika replied, all 
mirth now gone. “I had to wonder if they could spare 
the reserves, after that nasty business with the matter 
transmission anomaly and the corporates in Terquai 
space last year.” 


“Id guess the intel reports about potential tech 
development in the target region convinced them”, said 
Novikoff, quickening his pace as they closed into on 
the guarded portal. “Any sniff of corporate nastiness, 
and they come running. Mind you, given what those 
animals in the Triad have done to some of the Sebrutan 
Reach colonies...” 


Sika shuddered. “Doesn't bear thinking about. To think 
were trusted them once.” 


“Hah, the ‘Renzi still do - it'll be their doom in the end, 
don't you doubt that.’ Novikoff stepped slightly ahead 
of Sika as they reached the doors. 


The naval security troops on guard clicked their 
heels and snapped to attention as the exalted officer 
approached. His bodyguard of elite armoured 
commandos ringed him in perfect formation, while 
Sika’s escort of hulking power-armour clad Hawker 
sentinels formed up around her. 


As the auditorium guard detail busied themselves to 
announce the Charter commander's arrival to those 
within, Novikoff looked back at Sika and gave her a 
wink. “Well, here goes. I think this will be a grand show.” 


*** PART 2: THE ALLIANCE AND AMBER *** 


The auditorium was a large space, a broad domed 
chamber with seating areas curved around two thirds 
of its circumference. All surrounded the wide circular 
dais-like base of a large multi-plate holo-projector. 


At the opening of the horseshoe, in front of the main 
doors, a small podium arose. From here, speakers 
would address the chamber. It was here that Novikoff 
now stood, surveying the room. The main lighting 
was dimmed in preparation for his presentation. 


But the darkness was not total. Soft glows emanated 
from screens and consoles set before many of the seats; 
and from the small embrasure below the podium, 
where a team of Navy techs were poised to control the 
holo- displays as Novikoff desired. 


There was certainly enough light for the Grand 
Admiral to see the rest of the auditorium’s occupants. 
A susurration of conversation filled the air as the techs 
made ready for the briefing. This room held nearly a 
hundred individuals, a panoply of races representing 
the major powers of the Alliance of Kurak. 


To the left were the serried ranks of the Sorylians; 
hulking Skvarr Sphere-Commodores and Field- 
Chieftains, with the occasional hulking Kon-Avarr 
bodyguard or lithe, iridescently coloured Slivarr 
equerry whispering advice into their masters’ or 
mistresses’ ears. 


Almost all were decked out in ornate battle armour 
bearing the liveries of their home worlds and Spheres. 
Novikoff noted with private amusement that they 
were testing the properties of the adjustable seating 
arrangements to their limits. 


The same could be said of some of the Aquan delegation 
occupying the seating to the right of the podium. If 
anything, they were even more striking a sight en 
masse than the reptilians. Brawny, leathery-skinned 
Delphis field commanders and tall, imposing Icthys 
Shoalmasters, their facial tentacles writhing as they 
examined their surroundings, rubbed shoulders with 
their crustacean Khitai bodyguards and diminutive 
lobster-like Khrot tech-savants. 


Here and there, human-sized, softly illuminated 
crystalline shards floated serenely atop miniature anti- 
gravity plates, allowing distant Cserani Steersmen 
to observe proceedings from the fastness of their 
shipboard sanctuaries. 


Interspersed with this panoply of the Sebrutan were 
the Tritoni, resplendent in their ornate alchemy 
rigs, strikingly human-like and strangely attractive 
to human eyes; born as they were of human DNA 
and Aquan genetic engineering. The ‘coins of the 
Aquan realm, Novikoff knew them to be, present as 
Seneschals, Battlesinger scriveners and Shoalmasters 
alike. 


Between the two wings, the central seating was 
occupied by the human representatives of the Alliance; 
Terran and Hawker commanders, Admiral Sika 
prominent among them. Ranks of staid, serious men 
and women from across the vast Terran dominions. 
NTSC and SCCDF leaders, what they lacked in 
striking appearance, they made up for in discipline 
and precision, from their immaculate uniforms and 
battle-gear to their stern and attentive expressions. 


Yet even here there were striking differences, 
for positioned athwart the Terran and Aquan 
representatives were the Terquai commanders; a study 
in utter contrast to the staid scions and daughters of 
the Terran Alliance. 


Garbed in intricate battle armour whose designs 
echoed the aquatic imagery of their suzerains, their 
exposed skin was marked with striking tattoos and 
elaborate metallic and ceramic implants, their long 
and wild hair drawn into varied and outlandish 
designs. But their apparently barbarous appearance, 
Novikoff knew, masked a sophistication and martial 
acumen as formidable as any product of the Terran 
Alliance's military academies. 


A chime from Novikoff’s lectern surface drew the 
Grand Admiral’s attention from the gathering. A holo 
of Chief Technical Officer Silas Hotchkiss flashed 
into life on the screen. “Holo-projection system fully 
calibrated, sir. Were ready when you are.” 


“Thank you, Hotchkiss. Stand by.” Novikoff raised his 
hands. “Comrades in arms, if I may have order” 


The chamber quieted immediately, and the Terran 
commander felt the gazes of all in the room descend 
upon him. He straightened up. “Thank you all for 
your presence here. Our conference today concerns our 
objective, the Amber System; its place in history, and 
its strategic and tactical value to our future operational 
plans. There will also be the opportunity to present 
preliminary strategic objectives. Raise Amber primary 
holo.” 


A brief flicker pulsed from the projection screens, and 
a huge 3-D rendition of the Amber System sprang into 
life above the smooth glass surfaces, a vast spectral 
image suddenly dominating the auditorium. 


“There she is”, Novikoff continued. “A system like any 
other. Little there that is special, at least on the surface.” 


“May I speak, Admiral?” The smooth tones of Iyrensis 
Aqishyla, High Seneschal to the Aquan Shoalmaster 
Prime Yssilvias, the Sebrutan’s commander in chief, 
cut through the air. 


Novikoff raised an eyebrow, but nodded his assent. 
“Of course.” 


The lithe Tritoni female rose from her seat aside her 
imposing Icthys overlord, her alchemy rig shifting 
smoothly to match her motions as she walked around 
the holo. “Tt still appears to the honoured Shoalmaster, 
and myself, to be a strange target for such a vast effort. 
Is it not true that this system lies far distant from the 
Zenian centres of power?” 
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The Terran commander smiled, having expected some 
sounds of dissent from the Aquan delegation, the 
Alliance powers with perhaps the least to gain overall, 
in immediate terms from the offensive. He was well- 
prepared. 


“Indeed, my dear Iyrensis, it would seem that way. 
But draw your gaze outwards to the strategic context, 
and matters become more complex...and promising. 
Hotchkiss, Amber strategic map panel one through five 
please.” 


The holo-view suddenly shifted with dramatic speed. 
Iyrensis stepped back to take in the new array. There 
was Amber, a speck on the grander vista of the 
galactic Southern Reach. To its north-western bounds 
lay the lawless Rift, but to the north-east and east lay 
something far more promising - known Relthoza and 
Dindrenzi invasion streams pulsed in dark blue and 
purple. And not far distant, at least in stellar terms, lay 
the known boundaries of the Relthoza Empire itself. 


Iyrensis returned a smile to Novikoff - perhaps not 
wholly convinced, but at least satisfied. “I take your 
point, honoured Admiral. Our focus, perhaps, blinds us 
at times to the wider panorama.” 
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“Indeed. To gain a place from where we can strike at 
key invasion routes will be a great boon, especially to 
our friends in the Collective.” Here Novikoff paused; a 
grating rumble rolled out from the Sorylian ranks; a 
sound of approval, he knew. 


A hulking green-scaled Skvarr, his battle armour 
richly embossed and filigreed in silver, brass and jade, 
spoke to his equerry, his grinding tone intercut with 
multi-toned squeals. 


The small, delicate Slivarr rose, layered gown rustling 
and scaled armour shimmering. “Sphere-Admiral 
Grorrk-Khar has read the initial briefs provided by your 
spy-broods. He wishes to know if further knowledge 
of this system has been uncovered since they were 


prepared.” 


‘As it happens, Lord Ok-Rhyn, yes. Although much of 
what we know is historical,” Novikoff replied. “Amber 
was settled by the Reach colonists approximately three 
and a half standard Terran centuries ago.” 


‘Ah, only recently, the Slivarr interjected. 
“For your august selves, certainly” Novikoff chuckled, 


as did a number of the other Terran commanders, 
including Sika. “But a rather longer period for us.” 
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Ok-Rhyn gave a spluttering hiss — the Slivarr equivalent 
of laughter. “You humans do tend to cram so much into 
so brief a span of time!” 


More laughter arose. Despite his urgency to continue, 
Novikoff let it ride a little, dispelling some of the 
tension in the chamber. 


Quickly, however, he returned to business. “My lord 
is correct, though - Amber's history in human hands, 
though short, was eventful. Our archives state that not 
long after its discovery, Amber was caught up in the 
Thessaly conflict between the Reachers and the Relthoza. 


“Was the system ever attacked?” asked lyrensis, now 
sounding genuinely interested. 


“No, but the war forced the abandonment of the initial 
colonisation after less than eighty Terran years. Barely 
three generations of human colonists lived on Amber 
before it was more or less left to go to seed.” 


Irysis resumed her walk around the holo. “I’m 
surprised the Relthoza didn't add it to their domains.” 


“Part of the settlement of the Thessaly conflict was that 
it remain in human hands. The Reachers didn’t want 
the Moore Systems encircled,” said Novikoff. “Well, at 
least officially the Relthoza stayed out, but it seems that 
individual Hives did drop in every now and then to 
harvest resources. They just weren't permitted to settle.” 


“But the human Reachers never fully reclaimed it either,” 
hissed Ok-Rhyn. 


“No. Their astrocartographers were hitting much richer 
territory striking further into the Reach to the galactic 
east. They thought Amber was too much trouble and 
too far out of the way to pour in more resources.” 


The Terran admiral stroked his chin ruefully. “It 
says a lot about the Outer Reach and the Dindrenzi 
Federation’s wealth that they let a place like Amber 
slide. Systems like that are gemstones in Charter space, 
especially now.” 


“So, it was left mostly empty,” said lyrensis, resuming 
her seat. “Has it stayed that way since?” 


“Outwardly, yes. But...” Novikoff paused and looked at 
each of his peers in turn. “Things are rather different 
now. Our intel operatives carried out a routine sweep of 
Amber about eighteen standard months ago. Hotchkiss, 
Amber 4 recon map panels one through ten, please.” 


The holo pulsed again, focusing in on Kavan’s World 
the fourth planet in the system. A series of recon 
cartographs popped into view. On each of them, the 
darkened, cloud shrouded surface of the apparently 
abandoned planet was littered with the ominous 
symbols denoting substantial energy spikes. 


Irensys arched her brows, her thick mane of hairlike 
blue-green cranial tendrils rippling. “Someone has 
been busy.” 


“Very busy,’ said Novikoff. “As your briefings stated, 
weve run those signs through rigorous analysis. Not 
tectonic or atmospheric. Definitely artificial.” 


“Someone is working hard on something,” Ok-Rhyn 
agreed. “Or, perhaps, building something?” 


“Indeed. Some of our sources have outright insisted that 
some sort of major building project is going on there, 
most likely Relthoza-driven,’ the Terran commander 
explained. He gritted his teeth. “It seems the ‘Renzi 
softened their usual attitudes to non-humans enough to 
cede Amber to the Empire for ‘research purposes.” 


‘And just what did your spy-broods think they could be 
building?” 


“Possibly some sort of major deep-space project - the 
kind that would require a lot of resources and raw 
materials, and a lot of power.” Novikoff paused, letting 
his words sink in. “Perhaps even mobilising part of a 
whole planet.” 


Ok-Rhyn stared at Novikoff, his orange eyes wide. 
Even the looming Grorrk-Khar, impassive until now, 
leaned forward, his forked tongue flicking in agitation. 
The small Slivarr tilted his head. “You can’t mean...” 


‘A Leviathan project.” Novikoff finished. “Yes, that’s 
exactly what I mean.” 


A wave of conversations suddenly arose around 
the previously quiet room. Now Ok-Rhyn looked 
genuinely agitated. “How firm is your verification?” 


Novikoff turned to Iyrensis. “I understand Shoalmaster 
Yssilvias’s staff first brought this to our attention 
during initial planning.” 


For the first time, Iyrensis looked slightly embarrassed. 
She approached her commander and closed her yellow 
eyes. Novikoff understood her to be communing 
via the Aquans’ curious inter-species extra-sensory 
perception with the otherwise silent commander. At 
length she looked around. 


“The Shoalmaster states that our sources are in some 
measure...scant,’ she said. “Our fairweather friends in 
the Rift can get a little...over-excitable. And avaricious, 
if they think spilling more stories will score them greater 
rewards.” 


“Nonetheless, the risk exists. A compelling reason for 
all of us here to treat this campaign with the utmost 
importance, no matter how far it may seem to lie from 
our heartlands and homes,” said Novikoff. 


He smiled inwardly. That little revelation ensured that 
there would be no backing out for the Sebrutan. By 
admitting that it was their intelligence that had first 
brought the rumours of a Zenian Leviathan project 
to light on Amber, the Sebrutan had effectively 
committed itself to the fight. 


To pull out, especially in the knowledge that such a 
major threat could be brewing, would be to greatly 
lose face; especially with the Collective; to whose 
defence the Sebrutan, like the Terran dominion, was 
committed under the terms of Kurak’s Alliance. 


A message flashed into life on Novikoff’s personal 
datascreen on the lectern, visible only to him. He saw 
that it was from Sika. 


It read simply, ‘hook, line and sinker? 


Supressing a grin, he looked up, to where Ok-Rhyn 
had assumed an angry posture. “We had thought that 
all were equal partners in the Alliance of Kurak. With 
this in mind, exactly when was the glorious Sebrutan 
prepared to share this portentous news with us?” 


Irensys now looked properly flustered, her cool poise 
lost. Even the otherwise expressionless Yssilvias 
appeared self-conscious. “We did not wish to cause 
unnecessary alarm, especially on the basis of such thin 
rumours.” 


The High Seneschal shot a subtle glare at Novikoff, who 
kept his face deliberately impassive. Inside though, he 
was celebrating. There would be no backsliding from 
any of the Alliance partners now in the prosecution of 
the offensive. Nonetheless, he now needed to smooth 
things over. 


“Be that as it may, it does not change the fact that the 
Medusa Offensive is of key importance to all of us of 
the Kurak Alliance,” he declared firmly, quashing 
both Ok-Rhyn’s anger and lyrensis’ haughty 
defensiveness. “Indeed, it only emphasises the need for 
our co-operation. Now, we should turn to preliminary 
strategies. Hotchkiss, tactical data on planetary bodies 
A1 through A3, and A5, please. ” 


The holo pulsed once more, this time offering up more 
detailed studies of the four habitable worlds of the 
Amber System. Both Ok-Rhyn and Iyrensis calmed, 
taking in the new vista of knowledge. 


‘As fortune would have it, between our Alliance, we 
possess the means to fight on and in all of this systems 
key worlds with a high degree of success,” said Novikoff. 
“If our Aquan comrades would take to the floor first. 
A2 tactical holos, please, Hotchkiss, and turn over local 
image governance to the High Seneschal’s datastream? 


As the tactical maps of the steamy primeval world 
of Adrella loomed large in the holo, lyrensis gave 
Novikoff a curt nod and dropped once again into her 
communion. At length, she looked up and produced 
her own datapad. “Please observe.” 


With deft sweeps she manipulated the image, and a 
series of lines and symbols representing naval and 
planeside operations sprang into life. “The honoured 
Shoalmaster Prime has decided to focus our major 
efforts on the securing of Adrella alone...though that 
is not to say that we cannot make our forces available 
to our comrades if need be? 


Here she shot a long glance at Ok-Rhyn, who had the 
grace to dip his wattle-crowned head respectfully. 
Looking back at the room, the Seneschal continued. 
“We have identified a number of sites in the major 
equatorial oceans for landings.” 


She strode purposely around the holo image, pointing 
out key locations and drop sites. “Once established, our 
objective will be to create growth cultures as a priority, 
and develop surface installations for both defence and 
as a basis for further offensive actions.” 


She gestured to the ranks of the Terquai commanders. 
"Our honoured Terquai bond-brethren and sisters will 
strike out and secure dryland territory and installations 
to complete our claims. Our aim is to turn Adrella into 
a system stronghold, from where we may reinforce from 
local sources as well as extra-system supply lines.” 


“Thank you, High Seneschal and Shoalmaster Prime,’ 
said Novikoff graciously. “We now turn to our 
Collective comrades. Hotchkiss, tactical holos Al and 
A3 supplemental. Sphere-Admiral Grorrk-Khar, my 
Lord Ok-Rhyn, the floor is yours.” 


As the holos for both sun-scorched Korona and 
Kavan'’s World swelled to prominence, the Sorylian 
Admiral spoke in detail to his equerry. At length, Ok- 
Rhyn stood again, taking up his datapad in one long- 
fingered hand. 


Using a thin stylus, for his clawed digits had little 
purchase on the Terran-built touch-screen device, he 
laid out the web of proposed Sorylian manoeuvres 
around and on both worlds. 


“Our major objective is Korona. We understand you 
warm-blooded softskins and water-dwellers quail from 
the brilliance of a star so close, but for us...well, it is 
welcome relief from the chill void!” 


A ripple of laughter again arose. Novikoff joined in, 
relieved that the equerry, and clearly his master as well, 
had recovered at least some of their good humour. The 
Slivarr continued. “Our first main operational target 
will be securing the defunct massdrivers and their 
power systems.” 


He focussed on one such site on the holo, ringing it with 
an iridescent Collective emblem. “We are confident 
our engineers can restore them to functionality, but 
as the basis for orbital elevators. From this we can 
establish repair and resupply installations, and begin 
conducting sweeps of the inner system to secure zones 
of void operations.” 


Turning first to Novikoff and then the Terrans 
opposite, Ok-Rhyn next brought the holo of Kavan’s 
World into prominence. “We plan on repeating this 
activity with similar installations known to exist on 
Amber 4, as an assistance to our Terran allies.” 


He cast a quizzical look at the Terran commander. 
“In return for this boon, we request only that you leave 
sufficient arachnoids to keep our Kon-Avarr brethren 


suitably occupied. They do get so ill-humoured when 
left without convenient foes!” 


More laughter rippled through the chamber. “My Lord 
Ok-Rhyn, I’m confident that my naval peers and our 
comrades in the Charter ground forces will be happy 
to oblige,” said Novikoff with a chuckle. “Now, if I may 
beg your attention again. Hotchkiss, tactical holos A3 
and A5? 


The holos for Kavan’s World remained prominent, but 
their points of emphasis subtly shifted. The Korona 
holos shrank back, to be replaced by the swelling 
image of the gleaming, inhospitable iceworld Vassina. 
Novikoff took up his own datapad. 


“Terran Alliance forces in this venture have three 
objectives, the main being the occupation and clearance 
of Kavan’s World itself. Whatever those energy spikes 
are, I'll sleep far more soundly once there're either 
snuffed out wholly or placed firmly in our hands. We 
aim to fortify the world as a secure operational base for 
ourselves and our allies.” 


He swept his hands over the datapad, highlighting 
the world’s vestigial orbital docks. “Getting these 
points secured and operational is a high-priority aim 
for bolstering our fleets operational reach. As is this 
beauty.” 


He picked out another orbital feature, sharing 
Kavan’s World’s orbital path, but much smaller. “This 
installation, designated Daedalus, seems to be one of the 
last human-built structures to be placed in-system, so 
whilst old we believe it to be capable of operation. With 
sufficient repairs of course. She’s been floating there for 
many decades though, so we cant simply walk in and 
turn the lights on.” 


Novikoff cast a glance at Sika, who smiled reassuringly. 
“Our intel believes it to be unfinished, but itll be a fine 
site for another jump-beacon. I dont want us reliant 
on the pre-existing installations for long. Our Hawker 
naval contingent, under Admiral Sika, will bear this 
responsibility.” 


Swiping the Kavan’s World holos back to their smaller 
size, Novikoff brought the vista of Amber 5 into focus. 
“Last, and most definitely least, Vassina.” The admiral 
cocked a quizzical eyebrow and grinned. “This one’s 
ours as well. It seems that we Terrans have more of an 
affinity with the cold than our honoured allies.” 


Low laughter arose again, especially from the non- 
human parts of the audience. Bringing the maps of 
Vassina into sharper focus, the Admiral continued. 


“In all seriousness, capturing those old sub-surface 
installations will be a key operational aim. Some 
of them appear to have been water processing and 
treatment plants. Now, we and the Sorylians might 
not prize dihydrogen monoxide quite as much as our 
friends from the Sebrutan, but all the same, it’ still 
pretty damned important!” 


As the latest laughter died away, Iyrensis rose again. 
“Do we know what level of spaceborne resistance were 
likely to face in-system? If Amber truly is being used as a 
research base, surely there will be a heavy system space 
defence presence.” 


Novikoff scratched his chin. “A good point. That is 
something were still attempting to verify. All indications 
from our reconnaissance seems to be that the system is 
only lightly policed.” 


Swiping his datapad, he brought up the main holo 
again. Shipping sighting symbols, military and 
civilian, flashed up as highlights. “Our scouts have seen 
a few ‘Renzi Long Patrols on occasion, ‘showing the flag’ 


as it were. Theres the occasional group of free charter 
merchantmen. They seem to use the system as a layover 
point, although it’s far off the main trade routes that we 
know of. There’s possibly smugglers operating out of the 
asteroid belt at the system limits.” 


Grorrk-Khar spoke again to his equerry, who dipped 
his head and flattened his wattles in a Sorylian sign 
of respect and agreement. Ok-Rhyn turned to the 
chamber. “Where the arachnoids are concerned, one 
cannot make any assumptions,” he said firmly. “We 
have seen too many fall to their intrigues, especially 
where concealment is concerned.” 


“Or the vile corporations of the Triad,” added lyrensis, 
her voice harsh with hatred. “Ever are they ready to 
savage the unwary - or the overconfident.” 


Novikoff nodded. “My hope is that our scouts’ reports 
are accurate, and that the Zenians are relying on stealth 
rather than force to protect any activities in-system. But 
I agree we cannot take anything at face value. Those gas 
giants and their moons, and the asteroid belt...there’ll 
be plenty of work for our lighter forces in sweeping them 
for any enemy activity once were fully established.” 


Novikoff looked to his lectern chronometer. “Since 
we appear to have covered the major points, I move 
to adjourn this conference. Senior commanders will 
reconvene for detail planning prep in four Terran 
standard days.” 


He drew himself up before the auditorium, standing 
tall. “But I leave you all with this though, this fact 
to focus you. Operation Medusa is a stride towards 
our victory. This offensive belongs to us all, our three 
great dominions united in one cause. This is where the 
Alliance of Kurak strikes back!” 


Cheers and shouts of acclamation filled the auditorium 
as Novikoff’s defiant words died away. 


** PART 3: MEDUSA AND MAYHEM *** 


NTSC Guardian of Europa, High Orbit Station, 
Kavan’s World, Amber System: 


Clad in full combat armour, Novikoff sat firmly in his 
reinforced command station. Around him, his staff 
and the bridge crew of the Europa busied themselves 
with their duties. Every so often, he felt the deck 
tremble, almost imperceptibly. It coincided with the 
flash of the massdriver batteries in external visuals, 
their electrical discharge leaving faint coronas of light 
in the wake of their streaking projectiles. 


He felt a sense of odd detachment, as he always did 
during orbital bombardments. Even now, he found 
it difficult to believe that what was merely a slight 
vibration in the floor was the prelude to megatons of 
explosive destruction hammering into the surface of 
a planet. 


He knew now why some Dindrenzi commanders, 
especially the ones more deeply enmeshed in their 
strange state religion were said to be obsessed 
with unleashing their deadly ‘Black Rains. Replace 
detachment with fascination, he thought, and one 
might easily develop god delusions. For his part, he 
preferred detachment by far. 


He looked at the tactical holos on the screens; half 
dedicated to the planetary assault below, and half 
to the surrounding area of space upon which picket 
ships from his vast fleet kept watch. 


The planetside assault was running like clockwork. 
Already the Alliance ground forces were closing in 
on the location of one of the largest energy spikes, 


located next to a dismal mountain range in the planet's 
northern hemisphere. The few opponents they had 
found, Relthoza units, with a smattering of second- 
line Dindrenzi militia, had fallen like wheat before the 
Terran and Sorylian scythe, and now seemed to be in 
headlong retreat. 


Likewise, in deep space, the massed Medusa forays 
into the system in the preceding two standard weeks 
had gone off virtually without fault. A few Dindrenzi 
and Relthoza craft had tried to bar their way, and now 
the shattered hulks of those that had failed to flee hung 
scorched, blasted and silent about the locations of the 
jump-gates and the orbital rings of Amber's contested 
worlds. 


At Korrona, Adrella and Vassina, things had been the 
same; token resistance only, following by crushing 
victory in space and apparently easy landings on all 
planetary surfaces. 


But despite all this, Novikoff still felt uneasy, as did 
many of his sub-commanders and the leaders of 
Medusa’s Charter planetfall forces. It was all too easy. 
He knew that his Alliance comrades felt the same way. 


The Aquans especially had become almost paranoid 
their security efforts, affecting their landings with as 
much haste as they could. When pressed, Iyrensis had 
replied with a simple statement from her Shoalmaster 
Prime - “We prepare for the coming storm.” 


Even as the thought crossed his mind, Novikoff cast 
his eye over the naval holos, at the vast constellation 
of vessels on his tactical maps: gold for his Terran 
forces, green for the Sorylian contingents, immense in 
number, formed up in perfect defensive formations. 


‘Admiral, can I ask you a question?” Commodore 
Haas, standing at Novikoff’s side, looked down at 
him. Though she was a seasoned veteran of conflict in 
Fathoms Reach, he could tell she was clearly nervous” 


“Go on, Verna.” 


Haas lowered her voice. “I don’t want to raise worries 
among the crew, sir, and far be it from me to sound like 
a flustered rookie, but...do you feel that something isn’t 
quite right?” 


Novikoff cocked an eyebrow at her, guessing what she 
was about to say. “Like?” 


“Like...things have been going altogether too well, sir?” 


Novikoff sighed. “Tf it makes you feel any better, yes, 
I've felt that way too. Although I’m not sure my saying 
so won't make you feel worse. All we can do is make the 
best of it. We're well-established at least. If the Zenian 
scum want a fight, they'll damn well get a good one.” 
As his words died away, his glace settled lazily on the 
icon depicting the cruiser Elwyn on the outermost 
edge of the picket. 


As he watched, the cruiser’s icon suddenly flared and 
vanished. 


Klaxons suddenly sounded from across the bridge, 
crew rushing about, officers standing tensely by their 
stations. Horrified, Novikoff looked again at the holos. 
More gold and green icons flared, some vanishing, 
others shifting to flickering orange of ongoing combat. 


“Were under attack! Zenian assault!” Commodore 
Haas rushed to her combat position and strapped 
herself into her own command position. Combat 
holos immediately sprang up around her. “Sound 
action stations!” 


Blood red icons began to appear on the holos, around 
and among the Kurak ships. As Novikoff stared in 
horror, more and more enemy vessels appeared from 
Fold Space jump or de-cloaked. 


This was no raiding force. This was no mere ambush. 
This was a whole war fleet, perhaps the equal of the 
Kurak Alliance forces. And with landings in place, the 
Medusa armadas were now committed. To evacuate 
under attack from space would be suicide. 


Discipline quickly took over in Novikoff’s mind. 
Activating his communications array, he began issuing 
orders to his subordinate commanders. Gradually 
the great armadas tightened up, absorbing the shock, 
fighting back - so Novikoff hoped. 


Even as he busied himself, new messages began 
streaming into the Europas datafeeds; enemy strikes 
against the Kurak fleets at Adrella and Korona; Zenian 
ground forces boiling up out of concealed fortifications 
on frozen Vassina. 


The entire system seemed to have come alive with 
enemy warships and ground forces. Novikoff clenched 
his jaw, cursing his opponents - had this been their 
plan all along? 


Steeling himself he turned his throne to face his holos 
fully, calling his staff to his side. Already his keen mind 
turned over, working on strategic counter-measures 
and contingency plans as the vista of battle rolled out 
in front of him. 


But one more task remained. Despite the mounting 
shock, he suddenly felt a strange exhilaration; the wait 
was over, the enemy had shown themselves. Let them 
come and fight him head on if they dared! 


With this defiant thought in mind, he opened his 
comm-channels to general broadcast, a booming 
rejoinder to his embattled fleet, those of his allies, 
even the Zenian scum if they chose to listen; rolling 
out across the whole Amber System from Kavan’s 
World: 


“Friends, allies, noble warriors of the Kurak Alliance! 
Stand firm! This is where we fight! This system will 
be their grave! Death to the Zenians! Amber will be 
ours!” 


FIRESTORM 
= ARMADA = 


SPACE COMBAT IN A WAR-TORN GALAXY 


